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Li  a  certain  sense,  cities  were  the  original  "special 
districts,"  as  people  banded  together  in  iirban-type  densities 
for  trade  and  mutual  protection  against  common  enemies.    The 
first  special  districts  in  the  United  States  appear  to  have  been 
the  mining  districts  first  formed  in  Colorado  and  California  to 
record  and  arbitrate  on  questions  of  mining  claims . 

From  such  a  beginning,  the  number  of  special  districts  - 
school  and  non-school  -  in  196?  comprised  more  than  half  of  the 
total  number  of  governments  in  the  United  States.     As  a  need  has 
been  felt,  and  given  no  handier  form  of  government  willing  or 
able  to  fulfill  such  a  need,  then  a  special  district  has  been 
created. 

Such  districts  fall  naturally  into  txjo  basic  categories: 
functional  and  administrative.    Functional  districts  provide  a 
service  or  sane  combination  of  services,  while  administrative 
districts  allow  ease  of  performance  of  some  function  or  fxmcticns 
through  an  area-type  allocation  by  sane  central  agency. 
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Table  I  indicates  the  trend  of  the  numbers  of  governnental 
units  in  the  United  States: 


Table  I. 

1957^ 

1962 

1967 

Federal  government 

1 

1 

1 

State  governments 
Counties 
Munic  ipa lit ies 
Toxmships 
School  Districts 
Special  Districts 

50 

3,050 

17,215 
17,198 

50,It5U 
Il;,i;2l4 

50 
3,0i;3 
18,000 
17,lU2 
3li,678 
18,323 

50 

3,0l;9 

18,0U8 
17,105 
21,782 
21,261; 

TOTAL 


102,392 


91,237 


81,299 


■!;-    Adjusted  for  Alaska  and  Hawaii.     Sources     Bureau  of  the 
Census,  Census  of  Governments  1967.     Washington,  D.C.:     U.  S. 
Government  Printing  Office,   1968. 

I^Jhile  the  total  number  of  governments  declined  almost  21^ 
in  the  decade  1957-1967,  the  nxamber  of  special  districts 
increased  by  k7%* 

Table  II  lists  a  sampling  of  the  types  of  districts  that 
are  found  in  the  United  States? 


Table  II. 


FUNCTIONAL 


ADMDIISTRATIVE 


Road  ilaintenance 

Road  Lighting 

Road  Assessment 

IJater  Supply 

IJater  Control 

Drainage 

Diking/Levee 

Irrigation 

Air  Pollution 

Weather  Modification 

Fire  Protection 

Fire  Patrol 

Hospital 

Health 

Park  and  Recreation 


Basic  School 
Intermediate 

Education 
Community  College 
Port 

Mass  Transit 
Public  Utility 
Solid  Waste 
Soil  Conservation 
Conservation/ 

Reclamation 
CemetarjT" 
Library 
HousingAJrban 

Renexral 
Dog  Control 
Livestock  Control 
Vector  Control 


Election 

Special  Assessment 
Differential  Taxing 
Tax  Levy  Code  Areas 
Police/^ire  Company 
Responsibility  Areas 
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Fuctional  types  of  districts,  while  being  primarily  single- 
purpose  in  nature,  also  can  combine  two  or  more  functions  under  a 
single  district  authority  to  form  a   "quasi-city."     Single -purpose 
districts  are  usually  called   "special  districts,"  while  multi- 
purpose districts  are  called  "service  districts." 

A  further  measure  of  categorization  deals  with  the  scope  of  a 
district's  jurisdiction.     Districts  are  usually  of  either  sub-ccunty 
scope  or  of  greater-than-or-equal-to-county  scope.     Few  (special) 
districts  cross  county  lines,  since  many  states  prohibit  such 
extenticns  of  territory.     Table  III  cross-indexes  the  21,299 
non-school  special  and  service  districts  in  existence  in  1967s 

Table  III. 

PURPOSE 

Single -Purpose  Multi-Purpose  " 

Sub -County  91% 1^ 

SCOPE 

Covmty  or  greater        7%  1^ 

The  main  argument  in  favor  of  formation  of  a  district  is 
that  service  is  provided  where  before  there  was  none.  It  is  also 
argued  that  the  political  process  is  opened  to  more  people,  through 
the  creation  of  directorship  positions. 

However,  there  are  some  powerful  agruments  against  adding  to 
or  maintaining  a  complex  structure  of  special  districts.  Often,  a 
homeowner  -  or  renter  -  may  not  know  exactly  what  districts  he 
resides  in,  making  it  difficult  to  know  where  to  turn  for  service 
requests  or  complaints.  If  tax  bills  are  not  broken  down  by 
district,  the  individual  has  no  way  of  knowing  how  much  his  tax 
dollars  support  any  given  district.  Special  districts  tend  to 
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keep  a   "low  profile,"  and  consequently  turnouts  for  officer  or 
bond  elections  are  most  often  under  10^  of  the  registered  voters 
of  the  district.     Many  district  officers  are  not  elected,  and  their 
membership  selective  processes  form  an  elities   "club"  to  which  it 
is  difficult  to  gain  access.     The  Supreme  Court  of  the  U.S.  has 
ruled  that  only  landovmers  and  corporations  can  vote  in  some 
district  elections,  thus  limiting  the  franchise  and  negating  the 
"one  man-one  vote"  rule  on  the  special  district  level  (Salyer  Land 
Company  v.  Tulare  Water  District,   —  U.S.   — ,  March  20,   1973). 

TfJhile  single -purpose  metropolitan  districts  seem  to  be  the 
trend  in  urban  areas  -  Metropolitan  Water  District  in  Los  Angeles, 
Capital  Improvement  District  in  Denver,  Metropolitan  Sewer  District 
in  St.  Louis   -  some  multi-purpose  metropolitan  are  being  created, 
as  for  example  the  Metropolitan  Service  District  in  Portland,  Oregon. 
Such  multi-purpose  districts  are  designed  to  be  the  successor  to 
the  multitude  of  single-purpose  agencies   in  an  urban  area. 

The  proliferation  of  special  districts  has   led  in  many  areas 
to  the  creation  of  local  boundary  review  commissions,  designed  to 
control  the  creation  and  spread  not  only  of  districts  but  also  of 
other  miinicipal  corporations    (see,   for  example,   Cregcn  Revised 
Statutes  Chapter  199. U05  et.  seq.).     While  being  in  themselves  a 
newly-created  form  -  or  layer  -  of  government,  the  dimension  they 
add  is  offset  by  the  control  they  exert  over  the  rabbit-like 
growth  of  the  special  districts . 
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Only  the  Census  of  Governments  of  1972,  soon  to  be  published, 
will  shoTiT  whether  or  not  the  trend  toi'jard  consolidation  of  school 
districts   (see  Table   I)  has  spread  to  the  special  districts  -  either 
voluntarily  or  forced  through  local  boundary  agencies.     Perhaps  in 
the  near  future  you  will  be  able  to  ask  someone  who  lives  in  the 
unincorporated  area  of  an  urban  county  to  name  all  of  the  people 
he  elects  to  govern  him  -  and  be  (pleasantly)  surprised  to  receive 
an  accurate  and  complete  -  and  short  -  response. 
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